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In the last three decades of the twentieth century, British society had 
taken a scandalous turn. If the fiction of the period is any indication, then 
one finds the Hippi nonauthoritarianism of the 1960s having culminated 
in frequent abductions, murders and sexual exploitation. This social 
manifestation of the so-called late capitalism appears to have created its 
own space for aggressive fulfilment and bewildering disgruntlement. 
Fuelled by the rise of literary-prize culture, this period also witnessed a 
healthy growth of fiction as is evident by the large number of novels 
produced in it.  The phenomenon drew the attention of a whole host of 
British novelists because potentially it provided them with the sensational 
stuff they required to translate into fiction. Thus the novels produced 
during this period covered many subjects ranging from provincialism and 
globalization to multiculturalism. A renewed interest was exhibited in 
differing and overlapping identities like nation, gender, ethnicity, class 
and sexuality. It motivated them to reflect the reality they were 
confronted with. As such, several novelists like Martin Amis, Ian 
McEwan, J G Ballard and Pat Barker explored the torn social and cultural 
fabric of the society. In this connection, the works of Ian McEwan stand 
out as exemplary in highlighting the complexities of the crisis –ridden 
English socio-cultural scene. 
 Ian McEwan is one of the most widely read and internationally 
recognised authors of contemporary Britain. He was born in 1948 in 
Aldershot and spent the early part of his life abroad where his father was 
posted. In an interview with Kate Kellaway, he pointed out how he „grew 
up with the “detritus of war” around him‟ (Kellaway, 2001). Living in 
such conditions had a profound impact on his writing as most of his 
novels and short stories are based on his early experiences. In fact, 
Atonement, which is considered to be his widely read novel, gives us his 
vivid experience of what had happened during the Dunkirk evacuation. 
Owing to his distinguished work, he has already joined the rank of classic 
authors of British literature and, as a result, many attempts have been 
made to define his literary style. 
Ian McEwan is notorious for having incorporated dark themes in 
his novels. Because of his preoccupation with taboo subjects such as 
incest, violence and sadomasochism, he is known to have earned the 
reputation of a controversial writer. In the past, he was known as the 
monker „Ian Macabre‟ and as an enfant terrible of contemporary British 
writing (Kellaway, 2001). His thematics is supported by bizarre events 
triggering random actions on part of his characters. Disruption in what 
appears to be normal and orderly takes place when shocking surprises are 
thrown up for the reader‟s estrangement. Intense suspense is reserved for 
quick fragmentation of the narrative to bring about abrupt disclosure. 
Appearance and reality are moulded to allow deviousness to puncture a 
supposedly well-designed matrix. The tangled roles of the characters only 
point to a faceless existence fraught with peril and irreparable loss. 
Haunted by a sense of abject surrender to unpredictable destructive social 
forces, he tries to make intelligible what apparently looks eerie and 
horrendous. 
In order to represent what is deeply disturbing in a specific cultural 
milieu, Ian McEwan is very consistent. He began his literary career in 
1975 with a collection of short stories entitled First Love, Last Rites. The 
tales deal with the themes of unorthodox sexuality, violence and moral 
corruption. His subsequent collection In Between the Sheets (1978) and 
the publication of his debut novel The Cement Garden (1978) gave him 
the reputation of being a „dirty realist‟as he explored the dingy corners of 
the human psyche. Thereafter he went on writing one after another novel 
and in all his fiction there is a key moment, often an accidental or 
inadvertent event, which leads to the destruction of human beings. It is a 
point from which there is no turning back, and from which a terrible and 
inevitable chain of events unravels, particularly in his two novels chosen 
for analysis. 
In The Child in Time the story is centred on the devastating effect 
of the loss of a child through abduction. A father looks away from his 
young daughter in a supermarket and loses her forever. For the father, 
Stephen Lewis, the experience is traumatic and for the mother, Julie, 
becoming a recluse is the only alternative. The harrowing event turns 
both parents into psychic wrecks. Similarly, the events which involved 
violence and sexual perversion and which seemed gratuitous to some of 
the reviewers of his earlier fiction are maturely realised and fully 
demonstrated in Atonement. In this novel a young upper middle class girl, 
Briony Tallis, falsely accuses her sister‟s lover, Robbie, of having 
assaulted her sexually so that he is sent to jail for the sin he has never 
committed. Apart from this, Ian McEwan has demonstrated a keen 
interest in politics and the morality of the political regimes of the late 
twentieth century. He has also shown his resentment against nuclear arms 
and terrorist attacks on New York and London in his latest novel 
Saturday (2005). 
McEwan‟s works were also nominated for many awards and won 
several prizes. He won the Booker Prize for Amsterdam in 1998 and 
Whitbread for The Child in Time in 1987.He was also awarded the 
National Book Critics‟ Circle Award in 2003 for Atonement. He was 
made a companion of the British Empire in 2000,a recognition of a life 
time‟s achievement in British fiction. While appreciating his style of 
writing, Byrnes says, 
The quality of McEwan‟s prose is so high that it is easy to sustain interest 
throughout many readings. It is terse, dry and evocative of powerful emotions. 
His grammar is meticulous, his words precise and his style direct. When 
writing about his work, it is almost impossible to précis anything without 
losing most of its impact, and one can seldom do better than quote paragraph 
wholesale. 
(Byrnes, 2002:1)       
The present study focuses on exploring the impact of 
dehumanizing forces on the common people caught in extreme situations. 
An examination of the author‟s main themes, techniques and characters 
has been conducted to highlight his preoccupation with disruptive 
elements causing serious problems.  A close textual analysis of the 
selected novels has been done to show how he treats various themes of 
contemporary validity.  Relevant secondary and online material has been 
collected to develop a perspective in the light of the topic. The emphasis 
is on identifying the forces responsible for destroying inherited 
assumptions supposed to guarantee order and stability. 
 The dissertation has been divided into three chapters with an 
introduction and a conclusion preceding and following them respectively. 
In the first chapter entitled “Postmodern Fiction: An Overview” some of 
the dominant characteristic features of postmodernism and postmodern 
fiction and their presence in McEwan‟s fiction has been undertaken. The 
second chapter entitled “The Child in Time: A Dystopia” is wholly based 
on an analysis of characteristic features of dystopian fiction in general 
and the novel in particular. It looks at the novel from a dystopian 
perspective. The motif of child loss through abduction and its harrowing 
effect upon the lives of parents permeates throughout the novel. The 
theme of loss is corroborated by the motif of widespread loss in which 
British society was caught up in the 1980s and 1990s. Other themes 
which the novel deals with are gender relations, personal freedom, 
relativity of time, the role of chance and the socio-political situation in 
Britain in 1980s.The chapter also looks at how McEwan blends history 
and fiction. The third chapter entitled “Atonement: An Analysis of Style 
and Structure” explores the novel in terms of techniques which have gone 
into its making. The introduction briefly mentions his various thematic 
concerns and technics. The conclusion, followed by a select bibliography, 
is based on the findings and inferences which have been derived from my 
study of his selected novels.   
Chapter 1 
Postmodern fiction: An Overview 
 
As  far   as the  term  postmodernism  is  concerned, there  is  no  general 
agreement with respect to its  definition among  literary critics, 
philosophers, cultural anthropologists and sociologists. However, various 
theorists have defined it in their respective ways. Most of their definitions 
are highly contradictory and ubiquitous. Interestingly, it  has  widely  
been  used  in  literary studies  in  which  it  works more as a mode  of  
representation  than  anything  else. 
The  origin  of  postmodern  fiction  appears  to  be  completely 
confused as there  are  no  definite  dates for the  rise and fall of 
postmodernism‟s popularity. However  the  year  1941  in  which  the  
Irish  novelist  James Joyce and the English novelist Virginia Woolf died 
is sometimes considered as the rough boundary  for the  beginning  of  
postmodern  fiction. Some critics consider that the beginning of 
postmodern literature was marked by some significant publications or 
literary events. Others think that it began with the publication of John 
Hawkes novel The Cannibal (1949), the first performance of Waiting for 
Godot (1953) and the first publication of Howl in 1956 or of Naked 
Lunch in 1959. 
Even after the emergence of postmodernism in the 1960s, one 
important thing which has been the subject of intense debate among the 
various theorists is whether it is a break from modernism or represents a 
continuation of it. As it is very difficult to demarcate postmodernism 
from other periods of literary theory, most critics have argued that the 
1990s represents a continuation of central themes and concerns of the 
post-war novel. Many have argued that the period from the mid 1970s 
onwards represents a different phase in British literature from that of the 
earlier decades of the post –war period. There are some theorists who 
argue that the prefix „post‟ in postmodernism represents a period after 
modernism possessing various characteristics unlike that of modernism. 
According to these theorists, the most important difference between 
modernism and postmodernism lies in the concept of autonomy. 
Autonomy was a key term in modernism. Art was considered to be 
autonomous, a self-enclosed entity, judged and governed by its own rules 
whereas postmodernist literature which emerged after the cold war is 
marked by fragmentation, paradox and a reaction against enlightenment 
ideas implicit in modernist literature. John W Aldridge   has defined 
postmodern fiction in a subtle way in the book The American Novel and 
the Way We Live (1983).  He says,  
In the fiction of postmodernist writers ... virtually everything and everyone 
exists in a radical state of distortion and aberration, that there is no way of 
determining from which conditions in the real world they have been derived or 
from what standard of sanity they may be said to depart. The conventions of 
verisimilitude and sanity have been nullified. 
(Aldridge 1983:129) 
Postmodern literature has also been a subject for multiple 
interpretations. Till date theorists all over the world have not been able to 
arrive at the conclusion pertaining to its exact characteristics, scope and 
importance because of its sheer diversity. In this connection, postmodern 
fiction rejects the notion of universal truths and plays with the 
possibilities of interpretations. However, what they agree upon is that 
there are no totalitarian explanations as the validation of facts or events 
cannot be legitimized. There is always some doubt about the use of 
images and symbols which gives rise to free interpretation. By refusing 
any comprehensive interpretation of reality, postmodernist novelists see 
life more as a matter of chance than pattern or design. Instead of a 
modernist writer‟s quest for the possibility of meaning in a chaotic world, 
the postmodern writer eschews, often playfully, the possibility of 
meaning. In particular, the postmodern novel is often a parody of this 
quest. It does not profess to be a coherent whole, and subverts the 
expectations of narrative closure previously provided by the omniscient 
narrator. Christopher Norris writes, 
The  main  point  of  postmodernist  narrative  is  to challenge, subvert or 
paradoxically exploit the  conventions  in  play  when  we  make sense  of   
texts. This  involves  a  high degree of self conscious contrivance and, by 
implication, a  manipulative  stance  outside and  above  the story-line flow of  
events. In  this  sense  ...  postmodernism  carries with  it  a strong meta – 
narrative  tendency  which  precisely  undermines  the  naive habit of  trust  in  
first. 
(Norris 1972:287) 
In postmodern fiction a number of social and political issues are 
subjected to critical analysis. Issues like provincialism, globalization, 
multiculturalism, national identity, gender, class and ethnicity can be 
listed for scrutiny. Given the diversity of contemporary British fiction, 
one notices an unfailing focus on the relationship between fiction and the 
historical context. Writers such as Martin Amis, J G Ballard, Pat Barker 
and others responded to the social and cultural zeitgeist of the period 
comprehensively. As it turns out, historiographic metafiction includes 
those novels which deal with current reflections on history. The term 
“Historiographic metafiction” was coined by Linda Hutcheon for the 
novels falling under the category of postmodern fiction. As her term 
suggests, she does not agree with other critics who identify postmodern 
texts with a loss of history. According to her, „the postmodern is not 
ahistorical or dehistoricized though it does question the assumption of 
what constitutes historical knowledge but does not totally distract itself 
from history. Brian McHale has righty pointed out that the canon of 
Hutcheon‟s postmodern fiction is circumscribed by her definition of such 
fiction as „coextensive with the category “historiographic metafiction”. 
Novels such as Salman Rushdie‟s Midnight’s Children and Robert 
Coover‟s The Public Burning are examples which have their focus on the 
instability of meaning and ideological construction of historiographic 
knowledge. For Linda Hutcheon, postmodern fiction involves a self –
conscious and simultaneous absorption and subversion of realist narrative 
conventions and attempts to engage us in a process of self - critical 
rereading. Baker states, 
In challenging the seamless quality of the history/ fiction (or World/art/) join 
implied by realist narrative, postmodern fiction does not, however, disconnect 
itself from history or the world. It foregrounds and thus contests the 
conventionality and unacknowledged ideology of the assumption of 
seamlessness and asks its readers to question the process by which we 
represent Ourselves and our world to ourselves and to become aware of the 
means by which we make sense of and construct order out of experience in our 
particular culture. We cannot avoid representation. We can try to avoid to 
fixing our notion of it and assuming it to be transhistorical and transcultural. 
We can also study how representation legitimises and privileges certain kinds 
of knowledge including certain kinds of historical knowledge. 
(Baker 2000:3-4) 
Even  the representation  of two historical events is cited as being  
exemplary: one is the collapse of  the  Berlin wall in 1989 and the other 
the  terrorist  attack on the World  Trade  Centre in New York  in 2001. 
The symbolic power of  the collapse of the twin Towers of the World 
Trade Centre reverberated around  the world and  had a profound impact 
on British culture that novels such as Monica Ali‟s Brick Lane and 
Jonathan Coe‟s The Closed Circle were  written  to address its effects on 
British society. The authors are often said to produce “metafiction” or 
“fiction about fiction “which is self-referential or fiction concerned with 
the possibilities, limitations and devices of writing. Therefore they use a 
range of self –reflexive forms and intertextual references. This is 
connected with the role of the author in his story. The writer is not firmly 
in control and never knows how the narration may develop. The 
“grandnarrative” being totalizing does not make claims on a meaningful 
representation of reality. They frequently challenge not only established 
genres and literary forms but also the borders set by the society. Pastiche 
becomes a way of breaking established styles and rules. The employment 
of parody, paradox and language play further intensifies the experiment. 
According to Nick Bentley, the 1990s is a decade known for “fascination 
with parody, pastiche, retroism...and its general scepticism towards grand 
narratives‟‟ (Bentley 2005:4). 
As  subjects  are  no  longer  bound  by  any  social  limit,  various 
marginalized aspects of  life seem to get in the centre  of  attention. 
Motifs of everyday life are perfectly acceptable as it is possible to find 
aesthetic qualities anywhere. Last but not the least, more significance is 
given to physical details and the human body.  Nick Bentley suggests 
several central thematic categories which figure prominently in British 
postmodern fiction: millennial anxieties, identity crisis, historical fictions 
and the narrative geographies. The first category involves issues of 
identity and   multiculturalism suppressed by global consumerism. The 
second category focuses on the consequences of historical events, trends 
in scientific theories, interest in biology and genetics (Bentley2005:5) 
which are said to be responsible for such a state of affairs. The last 
category relates to scientific rationalism and the world of subjective 
emotions. 
The concept of identity is immensely complex. The traditional 
identity categories such as class,  gender, sexuality, race  or  nation  have  
gained  new  vigour  and  several  new  ones  have  been added. Bentley 
comes to  the conclusion that it was the interest in the relationship 
between fiction, reality and the construction of identity that gave rise to 
the  prevalence of  “self  reflexive  narratives‟‟ as  the  means  of 
communicating  identities. He comes up with this hypothesis to show 
how abundant experimentation with textual forms reflects the anxieties of 
postmodern writers to articulate meaning. The concept of identity also 
involves a concern about youth culture and subcultures. The so- called 
Bildungsroman becomes a popular form and the concerns of childhood 
and adolescence appear in the fiction of many authors of the 1990s. 
McEwan is cited among those who have paid considerable attention to 
these themes (Bentley 2005:11). 
Similarly, the history-fiction nexus deals with the relationship 
between experiences and official histories. Many writers try to face up to 
the traumatic events of human history- the experiences of violence, war 
and oppression. Their  works  frequently explore  the  relationship  
between  fact and  fiction  and  historical  events  are  used as symbols 
carrying wider implications.  David Malcolm also mentions fascination 
with history  among  the dominant  features of the 1980‟s and 1990‟s 
fiction and he ascribes considerable  importance to  history and  public or  
national  life  in  the  novels  of  Ian  McEwan. The  related  issue  of  
cosmopolitanism  with  its  widespread  popularity  among  postmodern  
British  novelists  is  also  explored  by Malcolm who  draws  the  
conclusion  that  only some of  McEwan‟s  novels exceed  the  enclosed  
space  of  British  sensibility (Malcolm 2002:8-9). 
As regards Bentley‟s narrative geographies, he pays attention to the 
physical environment to show that the most frequent setting is the 
postmodern city and its psychological effects on the individual. He calls 
the phenomenon “psychogeography‟‟. The  city as  a  sterile,  even  
hostile  environment has been used as a setting by Ian McEwan in several 
of his works, for instance, The Cement Garden, The  Comfort  of  
Strangers  and  The  Child  in  Time, to  name  a  few. 
Martin  Hilsky  in  1991  placed  McEwan  among  the  most  
important  representatives  of   the  youngest  generation  of  British  
prose writers .He has earned a reputation for his originality which Hilsky 
identifies as the key characteristic of this generation of writers, though 
each author is his own man and speaks his specific, individual language. 
He emphasises the impossibility of identifying a common theme or 
generic traits in their novels. Although Hiskly avoids generalizations, yet 
he points out several features shared by most of these writers, especially 
language and stylistic virtuosity and the mode of representation. 
This tendency may be called “eccentricity” meaning “deviation 
from the centre‟‟, moving away from the average. In general, he ranks 
McEwan among those British prose writers who offer a new view of 
British reality, introduce new subjects as well as artistic methods (Hilsky 
1991:39). Morrison emphasises McEwan‟s capacity to disrupt traditional 
conventions in several ways. At one time, McEwan adopts an “overtly 
political approach” and at the other he focuses on the study of an 
individual‟s psyche leaving the concepts of time and history aside. 
His later works certainly deal with public and political issues that 
are central to our times. Politics, promotion of vested interests, male 
violence, gender relations, scientific theories and nature and ecology find 
enough descriptive textual space for cognitive purposes. By focussing 
narrative attention on the general and not on the particular, on the private 
psyche of the individuals, he highlights the problems which are socio-






The Child in Time: 
A Dystopia 
 
Dystopian fiction has often been characterised as a form of fiction that 
presents a negative view of society and mankind. It is often represented 
as an opposite of utopian fiction which aims to create an ideal world and 
typically sketches a future in which technology improves the everyday 
life of human beings and advances civilization. The creation of a 
nightmare world or what is called a dystopian society is the chief 
characteristic feature of dystopian fiction. In a dystopian society, people 
are alienated and individualism is annulled by the state. Most dystopian 
fiction is alarmist and focuses on the description of poverty, misery, 
squalor, oppression, violence, disease and pollution. Some authors of 
dystopian fiction extrapolate elements of the contemporary society and 
are read by many as political warnings.  
The word “utopia” was first used by Sir Thomas More in 1516 in 
his book entitled utopia. As the title suggests, the work presents an 
ambiguous and ironic projection of an ideal state. Since the usage of the 
term „utopia‟ by Sir Thomas More, many writers have used its exact 
opposite as a literary device. However the first known use of the term 
dystopia appeared in a speech before the British Parliament by Greg 
Webber and John Stuart Mill in 1868.While denouncing the 
government‟s Irish land policy, Mill observed  
It is perhaps, too complimentary to call them utopians, they ought rather to be 
called dys-topians or caco-topians. What is commonly called utopian is 
something too good to be practicable; but what they appear is too bad to be 
practicable.  
(Webber Mill 1868)  
Thus it becomes clear that in a dystopian society everything 
including religion, society, nature, politics and economics is subverted 
and governed by a single ruling system imposing severe social 
restrictions on the people‟s life. This in turn results in a shift in power 
from a previous system of government to a government run by 
corporations, totalitarian dictatorships or bureaucracies. Fictional 
dystopias are commonly urban and isolate their characters from all 
contact with the natural world and are often set in a future- projected 
virtual time and space involving technological innovations not accessible 
in actual reality. Keeping in view the characteristic features of dystopian 
fiction, The Child in Time can be read as a dystopian novel for several 
reasons.  
The Child in Time, Ian McEwan‟s third novel, has a complex story. 
It is set a few years in the future from its time of publication in 1987. It 
deals primarily with the tragic theme of child abduction and its harrowing 
effect on the lives of the parents. According to  Malcolm Bradbury, who 
while referring to Ian McEwan‟s other novels like Black Dogs and 
Enduring Love, writes that McEwan‟s first novel is set in late 1970s and 
anticipates the thematic concerns of The Child in Time, 
Childhood, always central in McEwan‟s fiction, is the main theme, but now no 
longer seen as an angle on a hard adult from a child‟s perplexed and 
ambiguous point of view, but as an element in the ambiguous world of 
contemporary family life...This was a book that laid down many of the themes 
of McEwan‟s fiction of the Nineties. 
(Bradbury 2001:481)   
Although the novel shares a lot of motifs with its predecessors, it is 
often considered as a breakthrough in Ian McEwan‟s literary career. In 
her review for The Irish Times (23 August 1997), Eileen Battersby points 
out that in this novel “Ian McEwan has shifted from the grotesque 
extremes and has instead become concerned with disturbed and 
disturbing psychological trauma” (qtd. in Reynolds and Noakes 2002:72). 
The diversion from McEwan‟s typical elements of the gothic including 
violence, sordid details and other macabre or taboo subjects has also been 
emphasised by David Malcolm (2002:90). 
Though the reception of the novel was quite mixed, it has been 
praised by various critics. For example, Michael Neve in The Times 
Literary Supplement calls it a “courageous and socially enraging novel”. 
Similarly another critic Marlin in the Spectator states that it is “a serious 
novel which has many levels of intention, and provides many sources of 
pleasure” and beyond doubt ... McEwan‟s best yet. 
As regards the thematics in this novel, Ian McEwan himself 
revealed his intentions in an exclusive interview for Reynolds and 
Noakes‟s guide to McEwan‟s works. In this interview he had said that he 
was interested in “how private fates and public events collided” 
(Reynolds and Noakes 2002:12).  
The story of The Child in Time unfolds in such a way that the 
reader learns early in the novel that one Saturday morning Stephen Lewis, 
the protagonist, as usual takes his three year old daughter, Kate, on a 
routine shopping trip to the supermarket. At the checkout, his attention is 
momentarily distracted and the daughter disappears. The loss of the child 
leads to the breakup of his marriage with Julie. No trace of Kate is found 
and no ransom note is ever received. Both the husband and the wife are 
left in limbo, not knowing what has become of their young daughter. 
Following her loss, they split. Julie moves out into a cottage in the 
countryside where she becomes a recluse. Tortured by guilt, Stephen 
starts drinking. They refuse to unite, though they are not at fault. The 
author describes their plight in this vivid manner, 
The loss had driven them to extremes of their personalities. They had 
discovered a degree of mutual intolerance which sadness and shock made 
insurmountable. They could no longer bear to eat together. He ate standing up 
in sandwich bars, anxious not to lose time, reluctant to sit down and listen to 
his thoughts. As far he knew she ate nothing at all. Early on he brought some 
bread and cheese which over the days quietly grew their separate moulds in 
the unvisited kitchen. A meal together would have implied a recognition and 
acceptance of their diminished family.  
(McEwan 1987:3) 
The style of narration here is different from his previous two 
novels. First, it is not presented in a linear, chronological order as it starts 
two years after the abduction of Stephen‟s daughter. Soon the reader 
comes to know that Stephen is an author of children‟s books. His only 
preoccupation is to attend meetings of the official commission on 
childcare, where he participates in the subcommittee on Reading and 
Writing. His life gradually seeps away and he drowns his memories of the 
happy times with his wife and daughter in Scotch. His life‟s story is told 
in fragments and episodes. While sitting in the Committee, he recollects 
various incidents from his past life. The narrator says, 
He would have much to say on the subjects of reading and writing at other 
times of his life, but at these sessions tended to rest his arms on the big 
polished table, his head in an attitude of respectful attention and nothing. He 
was spending a great deal of time alone days. A roomful of people did not 
lessen his introspection as  he had hoped, so much as intensify it and give it 
structure....He daydreamed in fragments without control, almost without 
consciousness  
(McEwan 1987:9)  
Narrative fragmentation is employed to produce bizarre effects. 
The author alternates descriptive passages with the help of the stream of 
consciousness technique. There are fragments of Stephen‟s life before 
Kate was lost, recollections from his childhood, the beginning of his 
career, glimpses of his relationship with Charles Darke, a politician and 
businessman, and his wife Thelma, a physicist and visits to his parents‟ 
house .Chapter three, for example, is about his visit to Julie‟s new house, 
a country cottage she had bought after they had separated and sold their 
common flat in London. The detailed description of the journey is 
suddenly interspersed with a passage recollecting his encounter with his 
wife after her return from a retreat in monastery. This section describes 
their mutual feelings and how their relationship was influenced by the 
sense of loss. 
As in McEwan‟s earlier novels, there is an anonymous narrator 
whose point of view is presented consistently throughout the novel. The 
author however incorporates a typically postmodern element of 
metafiction to pave the way for detached comment. Malcolm in his 
critical work Understanding Ian McEwan (2001) gives several examples 
of this technique when the narrator addresses the reader. There are 
various extracts in the text which do not present anyone‟s view point but 
are rather detailed descriptions of situations or events given by the 
anonymous narrator.Furthermore, Malcolm focuses on several passages 
of the novel in which the point of view belongs to a different character, 
namely Mrs Lewis. 
The style of the novel bears several elements of pastiche. The 
author himself attempts to compose a picture of how private fates and 
public matters clash to reinforce pastiche, particularly the public policy 
on childcare was a government-sponsored programme. The author 
merges history and fiction when he introduces the character of the Prime 
Minister. Although the Prime Minister is neither referred to by name nor 
his/her sex is specified, most critics and experts agree that the character 
was inspired by Margaret Thatcher of the UK between 1979 and 1990.  
The treatment of time plays a significant role in the structure of the 
novel. The novel itself is written as a series of overlapping memories, 
flashbacks and current accounts. The characters are aware of the relative 
and perfidious nature of time which may be explained in many ways. 
Stephen discusses this aspect with Thelma. He tells her about the 
experience he had on the way to their country house in the Suffolk. He 
witnessed an accident on the road and helped the driver of a lorry whom 
he later transported to the police station. The passage about the accident 
and the process therein involved in saving the driver are described in 
detail. Stephen points out his strange perception of time. 
In what followed, the rapidity of events was accommodated by the slowing of 
time. He was preparing to overtake when something happened-he did not quite 
see what- in the region of the lorry‟s wheels, a hiatus, a cloud of dust, and then 
something black and long snaked through a hundred feet towards him. 
(McEwan 1987:100)       
The most experimental treatment of time is presented by Charles 
Darke, who retreats into childhood and completely succumbs to time‟s 
outpourings. Even the title of the novel is symbolic and may denote the 
development of the foetus inside the womb of mother‟s body as 
Stephen‟s second child develops in Julie‟s body throughout the novel‟s 
plot. It may also represent the miracle of birth of Stephen and Julie‟s 
second child after the loss of their daughter, Kate. 
 The Child in Time is therefore a combination of psychological 
novel, a novel of social criticism and a political novel. While writing this 
novel, the author was inspired by a book on the history of Childcare 
Manuals- Dream- Babies by Christina Hardyment. He converted some 
fragments of the manual into satirical epigraphs appearing at the 
beginning of each chapter. Then he decided to write a social comedy 
which was generically turned into a novel combining both strong and 
emotional passages and issues of public interest.                               
The world of the novel is a dystopic vision of what one might call 
Thatcherite Britain. It deals with the so called “Thatcherism”, the system 
of political thought which pursued the policies of free market economy, 
monetarism, privatisation and a reduction in welfare schemes. As her 
administration issued childcare books designed to indoctrinate the minds 
of parents and offspring, it was mandatory for children to nurture the 
qualities of competition and self-styled aggression. The period witnessed 
a widespread policy of privatization covering all the core elements of 
industry and economic infrastructure, such as, coal, steel, transport, 
housing, electricity and even water changed from public to private 
ownership. The condition of country is portrayed far from flattering 
colours. In the novel, the child and her captors are never found but the 
various horrible episodes themselves suggest that it is in some way 
symptomatic of the prevailing political climate.  The author describes the 
collapse of public transport, the presence of licensed beggars, the 
privatisation of schools, armed policemen in the streets and tendentious 
media slanted in favour of the government which is largely indifferent to 
its citizens. The images of British countryside replaced by conifer 
plantations convey the banality of Thatcherism and its meanness of spirit, 
and it lends the novel a touch of nightmare. The images of chaos, 
deprivation and depravity are profusely used,  
Subsiding public transport had long been associated in the minds of both 
Government and the majority of its public with the denial of individual liberty. 
The various services collapsed twice a day at rush hour and it was quicker, 
Stephen found, to walk from his flat to Whitehall than to take a taxi....Further 
up, just before Parliament Square, was a group of licensed beggars ....He saw 
their bright badges from a couple of hundred yards away. This was their 
weather and they looked cocky with their freedom. The wage earners had to 
give way. A dozen beggars were working both sides of the street, moving 
towards him steadily against the surge.  
(McEwan 1987: 1) 
Fed up with this system of government, Charles Darke thus 
abandons his career and regresses to a childhood realm in order to 
experience what he thinks will be an idyllic existence. The fantasy 
eventually kills him, as he sits in the freezing cold under a tree just to 
relish the freedom that goes with it: freedom from money, decisions, 
plans and demands. As he is unable to reconcile the basics of his 
responsibility to his health with the desire for freedom, his yearning for 
freedom and the policy towards children reflects the government‟s harsh 
attitude towards its people. 
The reader recognises these phenomena as a logical development 
of the British Government‟s policy in the 1980s. The assumption that 
more the educated people there are, the more readily their problems could 
be solved had faded away. The incorporation of these socio–political 
aspects highlights how humans were used as commodity and were sold 
for profit. Even education was not spared. The narrator says, 
Education, now a dingy, shrunken profession; schools were up for sale to 
private investors, the leaving age was soon to be lowered. 
(McEwan 1987:2). 
As far as the setting of the novel is concerned, it differs from Ian 
McEwan‟s earlier novels. It is not the urban wasteland of The Southern 
English countryside nor the teasingly half –denied Venice of The Comfort 
of Strangers but a future London in which social transformation is seen 
playing havoc with the lives of inhabitants. 
The southern English countryside has been turned into a vast 
conifer plantation so that Britain may be self-sufficient in wood and the 
government is sponsoring an all day television channel specializing in 
games and chat-shows, commercials and phone –ins. Cold war tensions 
boil the Olympic games and the country is threatened with nuclear 
destruction which haunts the Londoners. It is evident from the 
degradation of both the society and the environment. The collapse of a 
welfare state is corroborated by violent changes in weather conditions, 
ranging from extreme drought to incessant rain. A degraded landscape 
which presents the signs of the negative apocapse of the Bible is present. 
Ironically, Charles Darke as a mouthpiece had also glorified the 
government‟s plans through interviews and news channels, 
He was a barrage-of-words man. He was in studio two weeks later ably 
refuting some self-evident truth. The friends who had helped him were 
impressed. He was noticed at Party Headquarters. At a time when the 
Government was in difficulties with its own back benches, Darke was a 
ferocious defender. He sounded reasonable and concerned while advocating 
self-reliance for the poor and incentives for the rich. 
(McEwan 1987:37)  
 While writing The Child in Time, McEwan said in an interview, „I 
was aware of the danger that in trying to write more politically, in the 
broadest sense, I could take up moral positions that might exclude that 
rather mysterious and unreflective element that is so important in 
fiction...‟(John Haffenden, Novelists in Interview, Methuen,1985,pp.173-
4). So, we as readers come to know that the writer himself was 
confronted with conflict between writing as a means of addressing 
contemporary ills and injustices and his own allegiance to his themes and 
characters. No doubt, by doing so the former does exclude the latter but 
the fact of the matter is that the fascinating relationship between fact and 
fiction in the post -1979 fiction is further strengthened. 
Apart from being a dystopian novel to a large extent, greater 
emphasis is placed on revealing the characters‟ inner state of mind as is 
evident from the way Stephen copes with the loss of his child and to his 
relationship with the people around him. The detailed descriptions of the 
emotional states are very compelling and disorientating. The despair after 
Kate‟s abduction, the period of estrangement from his wife and the 
process of the recovery of their marriage are skilfully written passages in 
which feelings play a crucial role. In addition, Stephen‟s memories of his 
childhood of the British air-force in the far Middle East and all the 
concomitant emotions add up to his psychologically complicated 
nuances.  
As the novel‟s generic mixture has been a feature of the British 
fiction in the 1980s and early 1990s, it is reasonable to assume that The 
Child in Time performs several functions simultaneously. It creates a 
vision of a rich and varied world in which there is hope that suffering in 
one sphere may lead to healing in another sphere. Also, its narrative 
strategy and specific use of language pave the way for different 
discourses in order to make sense of the world in different ways. Critics 
have noticed that the novel accounts for contemporary history in a tactful 
manner. Many real happenings have been fictionalized for aesthetic 
considerations. For example, licensed begging was introduced as a 
remedy to do away with unemployment and schools and ambulances 
were sold to private bidders and the police were armed. These recorded 
facts suggest that the conditions of living had deteriorated considerably.  
In the novel, Stephen has abrasive encounters with licensed beggars on 
two occasions. The first encounter takes place early in the novel when a 
beggar girl singles him out for help and he is faced with the dilemma of 
whether to give and thus endorse a government policy or to refuse a 
request for charity, 
A dozen beggars were working both of the street, moving towards him 
steadily against the surge. It was a child Stephen was watching now. Not a 
five year old but a skinny prebubescent. She had registered him at some 
distance. She walked slowly, somnambulantly, the regulation black bowl 
extended....He felt the usual ambivalence. To give money ensured the success 
of the government programme. Not to give involved some determined facing 
away from public distress. There was no way out. The art of bad Government 
was to sever the line between public policy and intimate feeling, the instinct 
for what was right.  
(McEwan 1987:3-4)  
This episode is distressing for Stephen and he ends up by giving 
the girl beggar a five –pound note for which she insults him. Later on in 
the text Stephen on his way to Thelma and Charles, meets a group of 
sturdy beggars outside a hotel. They mock him, and the emotions he felt 
provoke him to reflect on his own past in the hippie 1960s and his own 
altered and respectable property-owning state, 
Stephen had stopped in the nearby market town to replace the 
champagne....He wanted to wash and drink a large Scotch. He was not 
prepared for the group of beggars gathered by the entrance. They looked less 
beaten-down than the usual London types, healthier, more confident. There 
was laughter as he approached and a muscular old man in a string vest spat on 
the pavement and rubbed his hands. None of the usual regulations seemed to 
apply hereby law, beggars were not permitted to work in pairs....They were 
certainly not supposed to be crowding round entrances like this, waiting to 
pester the public. Here, even badges were not correctly worn...They were all 
watching him now and it was impossible to turn back. It was the Government 
and its vile legislation, he thought. 
(McEwan 1987:109) 
  As the institutions and the landscape have been destroyed in the 
name of prosperity, efficiency, individual freedom and national self – 
sufficiency, the illusion to live happily has been annulled.  The theme of 
general and widespread loss and transience is matched by his personal 
loss. The personal and the historical are therefore fused in The Child in 
Time in such a way that the national and political loss has a direct bearing 
on the characters. In addition, British national history has a parallel in the 
characters‟ private lives. This is pointed out by Stephen in his 
conversation with the prime minister‟s assistant secretary in a tone of 
blatant resistance, 
I resent what the Prime Minister‟s been doing in this country all these years. 
It‟s a mess, a disgrace. 
(McEwan 1987: 252)  
Though the entire novel remains overburdened with the horrifying 
dystopian elements of loss and degradation of human values, but at least 
towards its end reconciliation seems to be possible when both Stephen 
and Julie are able to travel through time to embrace a present that does 
not have Kate. The illusion  that they can love her, remember her and 
move ahead with their lives is maintained because their new child born at 
the end of the story suggests that unhappy circumstances can be altered 






















An Analysis of Style and Structure  
 
Atonement is  highly regarded among literary critics and has received 
much critical acclaim since its publication in the year 2001. In a review 
for The Times Literary Supplement, Robert MacFarlane considers 
Atonement to be McEwan‟s „finest achievement‟, and supplements this by 
saying that although the publishers will always try to sell their products, 
„in this case they are triumphantly right‟ (MacFarlane, 2001, p. 23). The 
popularity of the novel is itself evident from the fact that it has been 
translated into various languages like French, German, Catalan, Brazilian, 
Portuguese and Japanese. It has won The People‟s Booker Prize (2001), 
the WH Smith Literary Prize, the National Book Critics Circle Award, 
the Los Angeles Times Prize for Fiction, and the Santiago Prize 
Atonement is a historical novel as most of the action is set in the 
past. Apart from the epilogue, the rest of it is based on the conditions 
prevailing just before the Second World War. The action takes place 
between 1935 and 1940. It covers a diverse range of subjects, such as, 
death, love, loss, personal development, artistic creation and ambition, all 
of which are unchanging parts of human development and the reason 
behind the wide popularity of the novel. 
The heroine of the novel Briony Tallis, a young girl sets out to 
atone for the sin she had committed as a child. She spends most of her life 
trying to deal with her guilt by writing and re-writing the story of what 
happened due to her misdeeds. It is therefore a reflexive novel as it is 
about its own writing as a subject. In the process, the role of imagination 
and memory and references to other literary works are woven into the 
fabric of its structure and its intertexuality makes it difficult to identify a 
single signified. Peter Kemp considers this to be a distinctive bonus, 
Literary references interfuse the book .One character reads Clarissa, 
Richardson‟s tale of rape and attempted amends. In a college production of 
Twelfth Night, Robbie has played Malvolia, the man from below stairs whose 
aspirations are cruelly thwarted.  
(Kemp, 2001). 
Kemp then points to the Jane Austen epigraph from Northanger 
Abbey, which he describes as „the „comedy of misplaced accusations that 
lead to shame‟ as well as the echoes of  D H Lawrence and T S  Eliot and 
the like, and  regards all of this overt intertexuality as upholding the main 
theme: the „dangers of the literary imagination‟ (Kemp, 2001).    
The sin which Briony commits is symbolic of the guilt which had 
engulfed the whole society. The narrator says, 
What was guilt these days? It was cheap. Everyone was guilty, And no one 
was... there weren‟t enough people, enough paper and Pens, enough patience 
and peace, to take down the statements of all the witnesses and gather in the 
facts .The witnesses were guilty too. 
(McEwan2001, 249) 
The novel has a complex structure .It consists of three main parts 
which reflect intricate movements in time and space of different 
characters. In order to identify symmetry behind its patternlessness, the 
novel begins with all the characters gathered together at the English 
country estate of the Tallis house on the hottest day of 1935. Part one 
follows a conventional narrative pattern, though it provides insights into 
the psyches of the characters .Part two has its focus on Robbie Turner, the 
son of a cleaner at the house, whose journey is used as a canvas for 
reflection and a container for his stream of consciousness. Part three is a 
combination of disparate elements. It explores Briony‟s mental state, 
disjointed episodes floating outside the realm of normal life. The epilogue 
is thoroughly postmodern in its deconstruction of the whole of the 
preceding text and even itself. In this sense Ian McEwan is more or less 
like Italia Umberto Eco, Argentinean Jorge, Czech Franz Kafka and 
American writers like Thomas Pynchon and Russell Hoban who are also 
known for pushing their narrative the way it has been in Atonement. 
The first part of the novel covers almost half of the novel and is 
divided into fourteen chapters. It is an exercise in explaining a subtle 
excuse for Briony‟s actions. The Tallises‟ mannered life is depicted at 
length in a slow moving portrait of the day. This section mainly revolves 
around the thirteen year old Briony Tallis and her yearning for baffling 
involvement in her melodrama with parts to be performed by her three 
visiting cousins .The narrator says, 
She was one of those children possessed by a desire to have the world just so 
.Whereas her big sister‟s room was a stew of unclosed books, unfolded 
clothes, unmade bed, unemptied ashtrays, Briony‟s was a shrine to her 
controlling demon....In fact Briony‟s was the only tidy upstairs room in the 
house. 
(McEwan 2001:4)          
After witnessing an awkward scene between her sister Cecilia and 
Robbie Turner, as she sees Cecilia strip off her clothes near the fountain 
watched by Robbie, she gets disturbed. But she is unaware of the fact that 
Cecilia dived in the fountain to retrieve some pieces of a valuable vase, a 
pre-war relic, she and Robbie had just broken. This is the pivotal scene 
around which the other scenes of the novel revolve. Part one has the 
effect of moving slowly towards Robbie‟s arrest. 
Robbie, realising he is attracted to Cecilia, writes a note to her with 
an obscene ending. He rewrites it, but puts the wrong version into the 
envelope. Incidentally, he meets Briony on the way and hands over the 
note to her to carry ahead to Cecilia. Briony reads it and is horrified at 
what she finds. On the way to the dining room, Briony chances to go into 
the library where she again witnesses a love - making scene between the 
duo and again misinterprets it as an attack on Cecilia. On the same day, 
after the dinner she finds her cousin, Lola, with a man leaving her 
thinking that she has been attacked and also convinces herself that Robbie 
is a rapist. Thus the first section of the novel ends with the arrest of 
Robbie for the crime which he has not committed. 
By incorporating many descriptive details, the first section also 
enables the reader to get a picture of the landscape of a pre-war upper 
middle class England on a micro scale. The class differences between the 
servants, their families and the Tallises are woven into the plot in such a 
way that the process becomes an ironic reflection on the prospect of war 
hanging over them and are made specific in the allusions of Paul 
Marshall, a confectionery businessman, to the profits he will make. 
 The second section deals with the evacuation of the British army 
to Dunkirik from northern France. Robbie has already served part of his 
life term imprisonment and has been released to join the armed forces 
.He, along with two other corporals, Mace and Nettle are making their 
way to the beach for evacuation and are terrified to see the horrors of the 
war and the devastation it has caused. We as readers also come to know 
about what has happened during the intervening years and how Cecilia 
has maintained her relation with Robbie and broken all her ties with her 
family members. Towards the end the novel takes a turn when Briony 
begins to realise her mistake and admits publically that Robbie is 
innocent. 
There is no chapter scheme in part second of the novel which adds 
to the chaotic situation being evoked by the war and enhances the 
disjointedness of Robbie‟s thoughts. It  is made all the more apparent as it 
differs from the order witnessed in part one .On the whole, this section 
shows the fragmentation of organic bonds and the gradual breakdown of 
Robbie as he attempts to survive his wound he had received in the war.  
The third section of the novel takes place in the summer of 1940 in 
England. It is mostly devoted to the description of Briony becoming a 
nurse and the influx of men with horrendous injuries to the hospital. It 
describes how the period of calm and order is abruptly altered with the 
arrival of Dunkirik wounded soldiers and demands a lot from Briony 
which she skilfully does. There are  no chapter divisions here also, which 
again contrasts with part one .In an interview with John Sutherland, the 
author touches on the deathbed scene where Briony sits with a dying 
soldier, Luc Cornet, and explains the reasons for using this: 
The central love story does not concern Briony, it concerns her sister and 
another man. I feel that unless I had some sort eruption of feeling from 
Briony- I saw it as a love scene, even though it‟s a dying scene- there would 
be something too unreliable about her account of love 
(Sutherland, 2002). 
Here the narrator tries to convince the readers that Briony, at least tries to 
atone for the sin she has committed. This is how the danger to construe 
her as too unbelievable is averted as she makes amends in her behaviour. 
Part three also contains a rejection letter from Cyril Connolly of Horizon 
to whom she had sent the first draft of her novel based on a scene near 
the fountain. The reply from Connolly not only signifies Briony‟s literary 
ambitions but also reflects a hope that this is a fiction moulded by a 
writer for another writer. After this, Briony sets off on a fictional quest of 
seeing Robbie and Cecilia to tell them she would clear his name and also 
be present at the marriage of Paul and Lola. This account will become 
Atonement. 
The final section of the novel entitled „London,1999‟is partly a 
conclusion, where again we see all the living characters assembled 
together at the Tallis House which has now been turned into a hotel. It 
also highlights the role of the author in detail and how Briony is allowed 
to be „pitiless‟ in telling about the deaths of Cecilia and Robbie. The first- 
person narrator is used for the first time in the novel here, and the readers 
are provided a more personal understanding of Briony who now asserts 
her role as a novelist as she explains her recent diagnosis of vascular 
dementia and gives information about the final draft of the novel which 
she has been writing for years. The future outlook that she comes up with 
is however bleak: 
Loss of memory, short- and long- term, the disappearance of single words – 
single nouns might be the first to go – then language itself, along with balance, 
and soon after, all motor control, and finally the autonomous nervous system. 
Bon voyage! 
(McEwan 2001:356) 
By giving her a direct voice, this final draft shows how this is both 
her last chance for finding atonement as well as introducing the most 
unreliable of narrators to the reading public. The influence of the past on 
the present is also reiterated as some of the survivors from 1935 finally 
watch a performance of The Trails of Arabella which could not have been 
performed in the beginning of the novel. 
Thus, we see that the novel appears to have the semblance of a 
symmetrical pattern but it is not entirely symmetrical as the part one 
covers almost half of its length, and the epilogue covers only twenty 
pages. Furthermore, the epilogue has a very different status. It reveals a 
meta-narrative- an outer fiction that encloses all that has gone before. On 
this plain of storytelling, the novel‟s preoccupation moves to a new level 
of complexity and ambiguity. 
The division of the main text into the three parts allows McEwan to 
concentrate on key moments in time and place without the need to fill 
gaps or account for passing of time. There are also several differences 
between part one and the other two parts. Part one is divided into 
numbered chapters, whereas the other two parts offer continuous 
narratives with only slight pauses to indicate a change of scene or 
variation in time. There are also obvious differences in narrative points of 
view. As part two is told entirely from Robbie‟s point of view, part three 
and epilogue almost entirely from Briony‟s point of view. 
However there are multiple voices that crowd part one adding to its 
elusive and hazy quality. It is difficult to write down its precise semantic 
markers as everyone sees differently, and for the greater part nothing 
much important happens. We see everything as through a heat haze 
shimmering with indistinct edges. In fact we as readers do not witness 
anything but are glimpsed or recalled later on. The attack on Lola which 
is an important incident in the novel is not seen at all, only its aftermath 
in the dark. Even Briony, who is responsible for sending Robbie to 
prison, does not see it is as the key point. The other important episode of 
the love- making scene between Robbie and Cecilia in the library is seen 
only at its end, again in dim light, and then in Robbie‟s flashback.  
Apart from some minor incidents, no significant incident takes 
place in part one and thus it is only tiny incidents which take on great 
importance. The play supposed to be enacted and then abandoned, the 
vase broken and then repaired. These trivial details of everyday life are 
momentarily important to the people involved and play a significant role 
in providing a definite structure to the play. For example, the play that 
begins in part one, is finally produced in the epilogue, thus closing the 
novel by completing its first action. The narrator says, 
And so The Trails of Arabella began, with a leave-taking from the anxious, 
saddened parents. I recognised the heroine immediately as Leon‟s great –
granddaughter, Chloe...I was helped out of my comfortable chair and made a 
little speech of thanks. Competing with a wailing baby at the back of the room, 
I tried to evoke that hot summer of nineteen thirty- five, when the cousins 
came down from the north...I explained that it was entirely my fault the 
rehearsals fell apart, because halfway through I had decided to become a 
novelist.            
(McEwan 2001:368)    
Similarly, the vase, which had been rescued from the First World War, 
but irrevocably broken in the Second World War stands for the 
destruction caused as a consequence.  
The change from multiple voices in part one to a single voice in 
each of the later parts of the novel, gives them a more clearly defined 
focus. In later parts significant events take place which no longer are 
hazy. Instead of being obscured by darkness or filtered through 
interpretations, we see events taking place just in front of our eyes as 
Robbie sees them in France. Through the experiences of Robbie, Nettle 
and Mace and the people they encounter the novelist gives us a vivid 
picture of the horrifying effects of the war. Robbie and his fellow soldiers 
are disabled by blisters and bleeding feet, by exhaustion, hunger, thirst 
and aching wounds.  The horror of the battlefield is seen more clearly in 
the injured hospital patients. Even the nurses in England suffer routine 
discomfort from chilblains, hard work and emotional and physical 
exertion. The spotting of a leg in a tree at the beginning and its vivid 
description by Robbie and the other two soldiers reflect the barbarism of 
the war resulting in the dismemberment of the human body.  
It was a leg in a tree .A mature plane tree, only just in leaf. The leg was twenty 
feet up, wedged in the first forking of the trunk, bare, and severed clearly a 
Knee. From where they stood there was no sign of blood or torn flesh .It was a 
perfect leg pale, smooth ,small enough to be a child‟s .The way it was angled 
in the fork it seemed to be on display, for their benefit or enlightenment; this is 
a leg. 
(McEwan 2001:192) 
Thus, the clear description of the hanging leg on the tree represents 
a change in narration from part one to other parts of the novel. We are 
carried along by discontinuous happenings moving forward and backward 
in time.However, paucity in the narrative occurs at a later stage and 
sequentiality is given a chance to pave the way for a steady pace that 
matches the onward motion of Robbie during the Dunkirik evacuation in 
1940. Although other characters suggest scraps of other stories, there is 
no time left for ordinary stories, and no space for compassion. 
 From the structural point of view, narration and action progress 
simultaneously. From the claustrophobic concentration in the hot house 
and the garden in part two the narrative covers a journey through towns 
and countryside and an extended area of London. The epilogue moves 
back from London to Tilney‟s hotel (the Tallis house) in the country. 
Briony says, 
 
The music was still playing as we turned into the drive of Tilney‟s Hotel. 
More than twenty five years had passed since I came this way, for Emily‟s 
funeral...There was no need to be nostalgic-it was always an ugly place. But 
from the distance it had a stark and unprotected look. 
(McEwan 2001:363) 
Thus, the structure of the novel has been designed in such a 
manner that it ends where it begins and the plot comes to an end with the 
same actions and characters which were given significant importance at 
the beginning. The coherence thus provides a systematic pattern in spite 
of its division into four discrete sections. 
  As far as the style of the novel is concerned, there are many 
different voices in the novel which reveal the points of view of different 
characters. Different voices are differentiated by their use of language. It 
includes the choice of vocabulary, sentence structure and the use of 
imagery and idioms. Language used by a character provides a glimpse 
into his/her personality.  For example, in Briony‟s case, her style of 
language reflects her literary aspirations and her keenness to add new 
words to her vocabulary. She does not use ordinary words or phrases in 
her writings but spends hours together looking for literary words which in 
fact enhances her sense of being a writer. She does not take writing just 
as a mode of pleasure but a serious activity. The narrator confirms this, 
The long afternoons she spent browsing through dictionary and thesaurus 
made for constructions that were inept. 
(McEwan 2001:11) 
It is her struggle with language which later on bears fruit and 
transforms her from an ordinary writer to a professional novelist at the 
end of the novel. Her act of writing and rewriting the various drafts until 
the final version is accomplished provides us insights into her personality. 
As a young girl, Briony is only a writer by training. Language does not 
come naturally to her, so she sometimes chooses inappropriate words and 
images. She craves for order and a tenable logic in her narrative which in 
fact defines her personality. Like other writers of her age, she suffers 
from a problem as far as her language is concerned and wants to make 
use of unfamiliar words in order to create an impression of a writer of 
higher status. She avoids using colloquial words and uses the word 
„nuptial‟ in place of „marriage‟ and „virtually fluorescent‟ for her cousins‟ 
vivid hair colour. Her cousins are from „distant north‟, a phrase that 
recalls the language of children‟s stories, and divorce is the „dastardly 
antithesis‟ of order, two words that she has taken from the dictionary 
rather than come across in the context .In relating events, she weaves all 
these words into her story with literary self- consciousness, clumsily 
imbuing actions with weighty significance and giving too much 
explanation. 
An experienced writer trusts his readers and leaves the text open - 
ended for them to interpret it but Briony is totally unaware that the writer 
and the reader must work together in the art of creation. She diverts 
herself from a theory propounded by Ronald Barthes called Reader 
Response Theory. According to this theory, a text should be either 
readerly or writerly centred or both. Briony herself begins as a writer of 
readerly texts. She leaves no room for her readers to interpret her stories. 
Only when a story was finished, all fates resolved and the whole matter 
sealed off at both ends so it resembled, at least in this one respect. 
(McEwan 2001:322) 
This in fact provides us another aspect of her personality and that is 
she is very secretive and never shares her stories verbally with others. She 
always prefers that her creations are not „defaced with the scribble of 
other minds‟. She wanted to write self-contained stories reducing the role 
of readers and consequently their interest and engagement. She knows 
how to describe but not how to convey, and this is borne out in her style.  
 Briony‟s personality is revealed by the style of her language. So 
are the characters of Robbie, Cecilia, Emily and Paul Marshall. As 
compared to Briony, Robbie‟s style is easier but more reflective. Instead 
of trying to recreate every detail of a scene, he develops the important 
aspects in greater detail. Unlike other characters in the novel, who make 
use of decorous or ostentiously poetic language, he makes use of the 
language of everyday life and of science, with rectangles, spectra and 
segments. While describing the geometric shape of the window letting in 
the light, he says, 
Above him the fragmented rectangle of sky slowly shifted through its limited 
segment of the spectrum, yellow to orange, as he sifted unfamiliar feelings and 
returned to certain memories again and again. 
(McEwan 2001:78-9) 
His description is given depth and relevance by its relation to his 
own internal state because of which he is able to capture the world in 
language which other characters like Cecilia cannot do. His achievement 
of a first class degree in English from Cambridge University is justified 
by his style of language in the text. In part two, Robbie‟s ability to pick 
out significant details is vividly demonstrated. In northern France which 
covers the whole of section two, there is a lot to describe. He makes us 
feel what he had experienced. For example, his mouth and throat clogged 
with mud after the Stuka attack, or the feel of the sugared almonds that an 
elderly lady gave him. This technique of juxtaposing the details of 
everyday life along with the strange and the horrible makes us feel that a 
real war is going on –the terrible shreds of the pyjama fabric near the leg 
in the tree, the farmer sheltering from the air raid as if from rain. His style 
is pared down with no explanation of psychological action. 
    In comparison to Robbie‟s style, Cecilia‟s language is packed 
with details. She lays too much emphasis on every aspect of her account. 
It becomes difficult for the reader to recreate a picture of events and 
environment. As a result, she is forced to concentrate on a stream of 
details that turns out to be of no great significance. At times her poetic 
words make her language somewhat difficult as compared to Robbie‟s. 
Arresting images created by unexpected use of words reflect her 
unbridled instinctiveness, 
Partly because of her youth and the glory of the day, partly because of her 
blossoming need for a cigarette, Cecilia Tallis half ran with her flowers along 
the path that went by the river. 
(McEwan 2001:18) 
Ian McEwan cleverly demonstrates his ability to use language 
metaphorically. For example, the metaphor of the vase over which 
Robbie and Cecilia struggle at the beginning of the novel plays a pivotal 
role in the novel. The scene of the broken vase creates an imaginative 
understanding in the mind of Briony for which she later on desperately 
tries to seek forgiveness. It is also the cause for writing the novel in order 
to atone for the guilt she has committed by falsely accusing Robbie of 
raping Lola. Moreover, she sends him to prison making both Robbie and 
Lola suffer. Its importance is later indicated in the way she uses this scene 
in the story she sends to Connolly. 
The vase is actually a gift given by Uncle Clem to the Tallis family 
who served in the First World War and is valued for this rather than its 
heritage. It also acts as a connection between Robbie and Cecilia. The 
damage which the vase undergoes is symbolic of the destruction and 
desolation caused by the two World Wars. The broken vase later meets an 
even worse damage, and this premonitory damage echoes what happens 
to other fragile objects highly valued but easily ruined, such as Cecilia‟s 
virginity and indeed life itself.  Thus the broken vase is a metaphor for 
the little hold we have on objects and on each other. 
The novel is all about passions and secrets. It begins with an 
explanation of Briony‟s passion for secrets. The narrator says, 
Another was a passion for secrets: in a prized varnished cabinet, a secret 
drawer was opened by pushing against the grain of a cleverly turned dovetail 
joint, and here she kept a diary locked by a clasp, and a notebook written in a 
code of her own invention...But hidden drawers, lockable diaries and 
cryptographic systems could not conceal from Briony the same truth: she had 
no secret. 
(McEwan, 2001:15) 
As the narrative unfolds, one after the other secret arises. Briony 
goes on to hide the falsity of her accusation quietly. Likewise, Lola never 
mentions the truth about the identity of her rapist and her marriage with 
Paul Marshall reveals that she will never reveal the secret. 
Similarly, the Tallis House, despite superficially appearing to 
exude grandeur and upper class status, at a deeper level is revealed to be 
less than both these claims. The other side of the Tallis house is presented 
to bring home its hideous aspect,  
Morning sunlight, or any light, could not conceal the ugliness of the Tallis 
home- a barely forty years old, bright orange brick, squat, lead – paned 
baronial Gothic, to be condemned one day in an article by Pevsner, or one of 
his team as a tragedy of wasted chances, and by a younger writer of the 
modern school as „charmless to a fault. 
(McEwan 2001:19) 
Metaphorically, it represents the family‟s push for respectability. It 
was bought by Cecilia‟s grandfather who had made his fortune „with a 
series of patents on padlocks, bolts, latches and hasps‟ having grown up 
over an iron monger‟s shop. It was with this money that he bought the 
shell of the status, but its faults reflect the hollowness of the class-ridden 
society. 
As the novel is about fulfilment in conditions which only contain 
germs of hopeless and frustration, Paul Marshall tells Lola and Cecilia 
about a fortune he would make by opening a new chocolate bar. He hopes 
that a war will come about if Mr Hitler did not pipe down. The bar thus 
represents how some self - centred people can profit from war instead of 
brokering for peace or fighting against fascism on moral grounds. His 
lack of scruples is reflected in his desire for unbridled success and his 
boasts to Cecilia and Robbie reveal that he is a greedy man who wants to 
fulfil his ambition without limits. The narrator says, 
The concept rested on an assumption that spending on the Armed Forces must 
go on increasing if Mr Hitler did not pipe down; there was even a chance that 
the bar could become a part of the standard –issue ration pack; in that case, if 
there were to be a general conscription, a further five factories would be 
needed. 
(McEwan 2001:50) 
Paul Marshall also uses the bar as a means for socialization. As 
with its creator, it appears to be another attempt at contrivance. 
Accordingly immersion in water is a recurring motif in the novel. There 
is an artificial lake and a fountain which reveal the image of surface 
upper- middle class status. But later on when Cecilia plunges into the 
fountain to recover the valuable pieces of the broken vase and when 
Robbie is seen bathing and Cecilia drowning, the water now assumes the 
symbolic significance of an equalizer and a trope to deconstruct the 
apparently stable hierarchies of class difference.  Water also symbolizes 
the union of lovers and the washing away of sins. It is at the fountain 
where we see the two lovers, Robbie and Cecilia for the first time 
together. It is also the means for heightening Robbie‟s hallucinatory state 
at Dunkirik and brings into focus his mother‟s virtue. This surfaces when 
he imagines his mother has taken off his shoes and then washes off his 
feet. The image of the mother showing love for her son is overlaid with 
the idea that she and Robbie are above reproach as the washing of feet 
alludes to Jesus‟ selfless service. 
The technique of using unreliable narrator as a literary device has 
been used by many novelists like Emily Bronte in Wuthering Heights 
(1847) and by Henry James in The Turn of the Screw (1898). It implies 
the use of a first person narrator which reveals his own subjective 
responses and interpretations and it is the same literary technique used by 
Ian McEwan in Part four of the novel entitled „London 1999‟. Keeping in 
mind Briony‟s earlier lie about Robbie and her explanation of how a 
novelist is comparable to God itself implies that as a narrator she is 
difficult to trust. This exaggerates the subjectivity of her narration, which 
is always going to be biased as it is in the first person. 
Briony‟s late revelation that she is the author, and the way she 
discloses that Robbie died at Dunkirk and Cecilia at Balham station are 
examined by John Mullan in his article „Beyond Fiction‟. He calls it a 
narrative about a narrative. He also clarifies the distinction between 
metafiction and metanarrative to explain more fully how McEwan has 
















The present study is based on the findings and inferences drawn from my 
study of  Ian McEwan‟s two novels entitled The Child in Time and 
Atonement. It is obvious that his work has gone through significant 
development and the novels from different periods of his career vary 
considerably. Out of the four Jonathan Cape novelists that have 
dominated the English literary scene for over more than three decades, 
Ian McEwan earned the reputation of being the most widely read novelist. 
He has become a prominent figure in British contemporary literature and 
his each new publication is largely welcomed by the critics and his 
expanding readership. 
            The most important feature in terms of themes in the fiction of Ian 
McEwan is his focus on shocking and bizarre subjects like violence, 
crime, obsessive behaviour and mental disorders.  Like his 
contemporaries, his tendency to cross existing borders enables him to 
forge a new perspective questioning the validity of taboos and inhibitions. 
Apart from these things, gender issues permeate in almost all the novels 
of Ian McEwan. He frequently deals with unequal relationships between 
men and women and the archetypal division of gender roles. 
 Almost all his novels, especially the two novels under study, are 
critical of the social and political issues which have played havoc with 
British society. As manifested in The Child in Time, the theme of child 
abduction is shown having a disastrous impact upon the psyche of the 
parents resulting in total devastation of their lives. The novel also 
criticises the political system in Britain where everything has been 
privatized just for personal ends. The framing of the public policy, the 
role of political manipulation and the lack of order and social 
responsibility are subjects which have been dealt with squarely. 
 Childhood is always a central theme in all the works of Ian 
McEwan and its relation to adulthood. In The Child in Time he is 
preoccupied with the theme of childhood from beginning to the end. The 
loss of Stephen‟s daughter, his memories and his flashbacks into his own 
childhood, political positions on the issue of childcare policies and the 
birth of Stephen and Julie‟s second child are all variations on the same 
theme.  
 McEwan has shown a profound interest in the treatment of history 
in his novels. Past events and public or social issues figure prominently in 
The Child in Time and Atonement. The Child in Time, with its setting in 
an indefinite but near future, is full of references to the social and 
political upheavals in Britain resulting from so - called “Thatcherism”.  
Likewise, Atonement provides a grim picture of the British society of the 
30s and provides insights into the harsh realities of the Second World 
War. 
 Blending history and reality lends his novels a postmodern 
dimension .Atonement presents a fine example of the postmodernist 
approach to the interpretation of reality and history. In the coda of the 
novel, the reader realizes how selective and unreliable a narrative may be. 
It is only towards the end of the novel that the reader comes to know that 
the happy ending is only the last of many versions of Briony‟s novel. 
Towards the end of the book, the narrator suddenly impeaches all that had 
been written till then and leaves the reader somewhat confused and 
disappointed.  
 Ian McEwan has got his own unique style of storytelling which 
makes it difficult to include his novels in a particular literary movement. 
The language is always sophisticated with rich vocabulary and well- 
turnded phrases. In a review, Ian McEwan himself makes a statement 
about his style of writing, 
I have contradictory fantasies and aspirations about my work. I like precision 
and clarity in sentences, and I valve the implied meaning, the spring in the 
space between them. Certain observed details I revel in and consider ends in 
themselves. I prefer a work of fiction to be self-contained, supported by its 
own internal stratus and beams, resembling the world, but somehow immune 
from it. I like stories, and I am always looking for the one which I imagine to 
be irrestible. Against all this, I valve a documentary quality, and an 
engagement with a society and its valves; I like to think about the tension 
between the private worlds of individuals and the public sphere by which they 
are contained.     
It is because of this style of his writing that he seems to attract 
attention to his works and confirms the postmodernist emphasis on self - 
consciousness in the creative process. Moreover, he draws attention to 
himself by stepping into the text and commenting on the events from his 
detached and omniscient point of view. He considers a novel a dynamic 
art form over which no one has complete control. As quoted above, he 
states that a novel has a life of its own, it develops and the author‟s 
original intentions are constantly undermined during the creative process. 
McEwan commented on the development of The Comfort of Strangers 
(1981), 
These things are not entirely within one‟s control, and I don‟t think they 
should be. I am aware of the danger that in trying to write more politically, in 
the broadest sense....I could take up moral positions that might pre-empt or 
exclude that rather mysterious and unreflective element that is so important in 
fiction.  
(qtd. In Morrison 2003:68)  
The rejection of totalizing narratives is very much evident in the 
novels of Ian McEwan. Jason Cowley (1998) considers McEwan‟s novels 
to be “narratives of moments; a series of imaginative set pieces which 
seldom coagulate into a full realized work” (qtd. in Malcolm 2002:13). 
His novels do not constitute a strictly linear narrative , rather they are 
made up of separate scenes or episodes of the characters‟ lives that often 
seem to have a meaning of their own .In fact, the merit of Ian McEwan 
lies in his technical skill of holding the separate sections together with 
demonstrable literary quality.  The Child in Time, for example, is the best 
example involving shifts between different times; it even starts two years 
after the abduction of the protagonist‟s daughter, which is its central 
theme. The best example of a fragmented narrative is probably 
Atonement. The critical success of Atonement depends on Ian McEwan‟s 
technical skill for arresting the attention of the readers but at the same 
time he constantly reminds us that this is a fiction. The development of 
characters through shifting roles, using asymmetrical structures and 
multiple levels of meaning form a part of his technics. 
Last but not least, McEwan employs pastiche in some of his 
novels. The style of The Child in Time bears several elements of pastiche 
both thematically and stylistically as is manifested in his art of blending 
private fates and public matters and also in the portrayal of a real 
historical figure in the text when he introduces a character as Prime 
Minister. 
 As he employs multiple narrative voices, there is no single 
dominant voice enabling us to arrive at the final signified. He is 
polyphonic and several characters express their points of view in their 
own language. This is evident in both of his novels. In The Child in Time 
he provides detailed descriptions of the emotional states of Stephen‟s loss 
of his daughter, his period of separation from his wife and the process of 
reunion. The use of various symbols in Atonement, such as, vase, water, 
the Tallis house, the chocolate bar act as a unifying link throughout the 
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